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I dedicate this book to all my teachers,


starting with


my beloved parents,


Ruth Dewing Ewing and James Dennis Ewing,


who guided me from birth


and then set me free to find my own path,


which led me to the extraordinary


Tibetan lamas,


who introduced me to the dakinis


and the mandala principle.




Being a dynamic principle, the dakini is energy itself; a positive contact with her brings about a sense of freshness and magic. She becomes a guide and a consort who activates intuitive understanding and profound awareness, but this energy can turn suddenly and pull the rug out from under you, if you become too attached and fixated. This can be painful. When the energy becomes blocked and we feel pain caused by our fixation, this is the wrathful dakini. Her anger pushes us to let go of this clinging and enter her mysterious home.


—LAMA TSULTRIM ALLIONE, WOMEN OF WISDOM





Author’s Note
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Dear Reader,


As the subtitle describes, this book is a journey into the mandala of the empowered feminine. Because my wish is that you will have the most successful journey possible, take a few minutes to read the Introduction. In it I share some key concepts and information that will be helpful knowledge as you travel through this book.


How you begin a journey can make a world of difference, and my hope is for you to get the most out of this experience.


Thank you for taking this journey,
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Lama Tsultrim Allione
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INTRODUCTION


If there is one thing we know from history, it is that patriarchal models of the spiritual have not been kind to women. Consciously or unconsciously, the constructs that begin with spirit as the highest and descend to matter as the lowest have traditionally relegated women and nature to the bottom of the scale.


—SHERRY RUTH ANDERSON AND PATRICIA HOPKINS, THE FEMININE FACE OF GOD


The question that women most frequently ask me is how to integrate their spiritual lives with their everyday lives. The fact that we have to ask that question indicates the extent to which we are alienated from spirituality with a feminine presence, because a reference point in all religious traditions with a prominent feminine presence is an integration of spirit and matter, spirit and the body, which leads to spirituality being inseparable from daily life and to the divine as immanent rather than transcendent.


Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines patriarchy as “social organization marked by the supremacy of the father in the clan or family, the legal dependence of wives and children, and the reckoning of descent and inheritance in the male line; broadly: control by men of a disproportionately large share of power.” A vast majority of our world is governed by patriarchy, and patriarchal structures govern all major religions. Invariably, patriarchal religions separate spirit or the godhead from the feminine, nature, and matter; in fact, the word matter is derived from the Latin mater, defined as “origin, source, mother.”


Both nature and the earth have been associated with the feminine, as in Mother Earth, Mother Nature, and references such as a “virgin” forest, as a place not yet penetrated or disturbed by man. Historically, when the feminine was disempowered or denigrated within patriarchal religions, there has been a parallel disrespect for nature—a failure to see the earth as something sacred that should be respected—and, equally, a view that nature and women are obstacles on the exalted, disembodied spiritual quest for the ascendent divine. Within this context, the natural world was perceived as being controlled by demonic powers and women were seen as the gateway of sin and an obstacle to union with the divine.


As the philosopher Elizabeth Dodson Gray says, “[T]o get away from the ordinary, the natural, the unsacred—away from women, fleshly bodies, decaying nature, away from all that is rooted in mortality and dying. ‘Up, up and away’ is the cry of this religious consciousness as it seeks to ascend to the elevated realm of pure spirit and utter transcendence where nothing gets soiled, or rots, or dies.”1


Thus, in these religions, we see story lines, beliefs, and rules that control women and their bodies. There are sexual taboos, with the frequent addition of celibacy and chastity for priests or monks, so male clerics avoid physical contact with women and may consider them a dangerous threat to their relationship with the divine. Women are also forbidden equal and empowered roles, especially leadership positions. Women are certainly present in all religions. However, these religions have idealized the masculine and largely disempowered women, who remain under the control of men. Likewise, nature is seen as something to dominate, to use, to abuse as desired, to subdue and to have dominion over.


It is not my purpose to do an extensive analysis of theology, nor to write extensively about ecofeminism in this book. There are several good books on these subjects.2 My scope is to explain the situation in which we find ourselves, in terms of spirituality and religion and the denigration of the sacred feminine, and how this framework is fundamentally influencing our current world situation.


Seeing then the connection between patriarchal attitudes toward women and the earth, is it any coincidence that President Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris climate agreement, the slashing of national monuments by some two million acres, and the opening of coastal waters to drilling parallels his misogynistic, disrespectful, rape-culture behavior toward women? It is this kind of lethal disregard that has led to our current ecological crisis and rampant abuse of women. We can see the correspondence between the violence against women and the violence against the earth in the following statistics. First, here are some statistics about climate change reported in the Guardian in 2017:


* Global surface temperatures are already rising about twenty times faster than earth’s fastest natural rate of climate change, which occurs during the transitions in and out of ice ages. And unless we take serious action to cut human carbon pollution, that rate will rise to perhaps fifty times faster than earth’s fastest natural climate change.3


* The IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel of Climate Control) projects that by century’s end, 40 percent or more of global species could go extinct.4


* Since 2008, each year an average of 21.5 million people have been forcibly displaced due to rapid-onset climate change–related hazards, according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). They expect the frequency and intensity of these events to increase. The organization says that climate change also acts as a “threat multiplier” in areas of ongoing conflict. “Climate change sows seeds for conflict, but it also makes displacement much worse when it happens.”5 The slow onset of climate change, due to environmental degradation and its impact, is also causing a mass exodus of people who are seeking safety and viable livelihoods.


* In April 2017, it was revealed that two-thirds of Australia’s Great Barrier Reef has been severely damaged by coral bleaching. This occurs when algae living within the coral tissue are expelled, usually as a result of water temperatures being too high.6


As I write these statistics now, a Category 4 hurricane with winds of 130 miles per hour and torrential rain recently inundated southeast Texas, causing catastrophic floods and destruction; several days later, one of the strongest hurricanes ever recorded worldwide, a Category 5 storm, caused devastation in the Caribbean and Florida, followed by another. There have been three destructive earthquakes in Mexico this week; one was the worst earthquake to affect the country in this century. There were twenty-seven forest fires burning simultaneously in the western United States in 2017. As of December 22, 2017, 9.8 million acres of land have burned in 2017—4.3 million acres more than in 2016. There now are earthquakes in places that have never known them, and winds at a velocity that we have never seen before; the global temperature is increasing every year, even faster than was predicted by the scientists who warned us of global warming.


For millennia our patriarchal religions and political systems have ignored the warnings of climate change, continuing to abuse and dishonor nature, bringing all of humanity to the brink of disaster. Naomi Klein says in This Changes Everything: “Climate change has never received the crisis treatment from our leaders, despite the fact that it carries the risk of destroying lives on a vastly greater scale than collapsed banks or collapsed buildings.”7


Looking at the statistics on women’s abuse, the World Health Organization (WHO) reports:8


* Violence against women, particularly intimate partner violence and sexual violence, is a major public health problem worldwide.


* Global estimates indicate that about one in three women worldwide (35 percent) have experienced either physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence in their lifetime.


* Most of this violence is intimate partner violence. Worldwide, almost one-third (30 percent) of women who have been in a relationship report that they have experienced some form of physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner in their lifetime.


* Globally, as many as 38 percent of murders of women are committed by a male intimate partner.


In recent years allegations of sexual harassment emerged against media personalities like Bill Cosby, Bill O’Reilly, and Roger Ailes. These revelations picked up steam when they were followed by women speaking out against the media mogul Harvey Weinstein. All of this began a flood of allegations about him and other high-profile men in the media. The extent of the problem was further revealed when the hashtag creator Tarana Burke and the actress Alyssa Milano took to Twitter and urged any women who had been sexually harassed or assaulted to write two words on Twitter at #MeToo. The social media reaction was explosive, creating a movement, not a moment. Short stories or a few words accompanying #MeToo made it clear that this issue is widespread and definitely not limited to the entertainment industry. Time magazine named the social movement #MeToo, “The Silence Breakers,” as Person of the Year in December 2017, pointing it out as the fastest-moving social change in decades. The movement #MeToo was followed by #TimeIsUp, and it seems like new revelations of sexual abuse emerge in the media daily.


It is as though a closet was opened that had been stuffed to the gills with suffering and anger, and it all began to spill out. Women who had been silenced or felt powerless or afraid to say anything began to speak out and tell their stories. On October 17, 2017, the Washington Post reported: “A solid majority of Americans now say that sexual harassment in the workplace is a ‘serious problem’ in the United States. Nearly two-thirds of Americans say men who sexually harass female co-workers usually get away with it. . . . One-third of women say that they had experienced sexual advances from a male co-worker or a man who had influence over their job, and one-third of this group of women say their male co-workers’ behavior constituted sexual abuse.”9


The extent of violation of women and violence to the earth perpetrated by men does not mean that all men are perpetrators. It is important to acknowledge that there are many forward-thinking males around the world who recognize these same problems and are working in collaboration with women to change them. While I am focusing on the need for the empowerment of women in this book, and the devastating results of the lack of women’s equality and their abuse, ultimately we need a partnership society. In the end, we need to develop the model of mutually empowered partnership with men rather than domination of either gender, societies that promote power with rather than power over each other.


The loss of feminine qualities is an urgent psychological and ecological issue in modern society. It is a painful loss in our emotional lives and a disastrous loss for the safety of life on earth. In woman, it affects her central identity; and in man, it affects his ability to feel and value. The loss of the feminine in man causes him to feel moody and lonely. In woman, it causes her to lose faith in herself. We are slowly awakening to the crisis of the earth and the effect of the loss of the sacred feminine, but few people understand that the causes of the crisis have spiritual values at their roots—values of the sacred as immanent, imbued in all of life, and all life as interdependent.


What can we do to restore and heal the balance? In order to find balance, we need to equalize human rights and the economic situation of women and men; and we must move away from religions that model male dominance and into spiritual models of partnership and respect for our precious planet. It is by empowering the sacred feminine and by listening to the earth as she tries to communicate with us that we will ultimately heal.


When my husband Dave and I moved to the land in southwest Colorado that would become Tara Mandala in the spring of 1994, I felt we needed to make contact with the original inhabitants of the land and ask for their support and help. Synchronistically, earlier that spring at a gathering in Texas, before we moved to Colorado, I sat next to Grandmother Bertha Grove, a respected elder in the Ute tribe who would be our closest neighbors in Colorado. She was in her seventies at the time: a diminutive woman with gray hair, high cheekbones, and thick glasses. It was always hard to tell where she was looking. During the gathering, we talked a little and exchanged addresses.


When we arrived in Colorado, I immediately contacted her and then visited her small white house in Ignacio, about a half-hour drive through rolling hills, meadows, and majestic rock formations. Behind her house, I could see the round dome of a sweat lodge. She welcomed me at the door and I entered her living room, which was clean and open, with Native American blankets on two couches. We passed through the living room into the kitchen, which was painted white, with a white gas stove and refrigerator. There were herbs in neatly labeled jars on the shelves. She offered me water to drink and we sat at her kitchen table. I made my request right away.


“Grandmother, we just moved onto seven hundred acres of land east of here with the intention of creating a retreat center. Will you come and help us build a sweat lodge and do ceremonies to ask for guidance on how to enter the land in a good way?”


She agreed. She and her husband Vincent came a few weeks later, driving a small brown camper in which they stayed. At the time, we had no buildings and everyone was camping. We built our lodge in a small, flat meadow near our outdoor kitchen, which was located under a large box elder tree. The sweat lodge, or stone people’s lodge, is a dome-shaped structure made of red willow branches that are bent into a kind of upside-down basket; in front of the door, which faces east, is the fire where the stones are heated. As the lodge was constructed, it was covered with blankets and tarps until it was sealed.


Upon completion of our lodge, we entered the darkness to begin the ceremony; there the fire keeper delivered the red-hot rocks into a pit in the center. The entry flap was lowered, and the prayers began as the heat increased from the steam when water was poured onto the rocks. Vincent was the water pourer and led the songs in the Ute language, songs of purification, healing, and rejuvenation. During the ceremony, we were invited to make prayers out loud that could be for specific reasons or for specific people. I prayed for guidance from the spirits of the Tara Mandala land.


When we came out of the lodge and were sitting in the grass recovering from the intensity, Grandmother Bertha sat next to me and said, “What you want to do here is already here. . . . I can see it. I can see the temple and all the other buildings, they are hovering over the land. You just have to bring it out of the ethers onto the earth.” This turned out to be much harder than it sounded, and over the years when I became discouraged, I would remember her words until we finally completed Tara Mandala.


I also studied herbal medicine with Grandmother Bertha. One day when we were out collecting herbs in the upper meadow, she said, “When you want to take any herb, first ask permission, and then pull out a hair from your head and leave it as an offering. There always has to be an exchange with Mother Earth. . . . That little pain you feel in your head when you pull out a hair, the earth also feels when you take a plant, and this is a good reminder.”


Then she moved over to a small plant with yellow flowers and said, “See this yellow gumweed? It’s for lungs and good for coughs—squeeze the yellow flower at the base and you can feel the stickiness.” She picked one and held it up for me to feel. “That’s healing medicine in the plant. But when you pick it, never take the strongest plant, because the strongest one will bring back a more powerful next generation. If you take the medium-size ones, they still have power, and you’re not depleting the whole group.”


In this small exchange, I learned so much about how to have right relationship to plants and to all our resources. Grandma Bertha always referred to the earth as Mother Earth, saying, “We should honor Her.” Whether it’s with our own mothers, the Mother Earth, or anyone or anything else, we are always in an interdependent relationship with everything.


We, both men and women, need to work toward a united and creative partnership between genders and Mother Earth—an integration of spirit and matter. We must learn to leave something when we take something. We must learn to leave the best and the strongest, so it is present for future generations, and not to take the best for ourselves. As Chief Crazy Horse said, “Treat the earth well: it was not given to you by your parents, it was loaned to you by your children. We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children.”


THE FIERCE FEMININE DAKINI


Before the female Buddha Tara came into being, she was a princess named Wisdom Moon, who was very devoted to the Buddha’s teachings and had a deep meditation practice. She was close to reaching enlightenment, and had developed the intention to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all beings.


Her teacher, a monk, approached her, saying, “What a pity it is that you are in the body of a woman, because of course there is no possibility you can attain enlightenment in a woman’s body, so you will have to come back as a man before you can become enlightened.”


The princess answered back brilliantly, demonstrating her understanding of absolute truth, saying, “Here there is no man; there is no woman, no self, no person, and no consciousness. Labeling ‘male’ or ‘female’ is hollow. Oh, how worldly fools delude themselves.”


She went on to make the following vow: “Those who wish to attain supreme enlightenment in a man’s body are many, but those who wish to serve the aims of beings in a woman’s body are few indeed; therefore may I, until this world is emptied out, work for the benefit of sentient beings in a woman’s body.”


From that time onward, the princess dedicated herself to realizing complete enlightenment; once she accomplished that goal, she came to be known as Tara, the Liberator. I like to say that Tara is the first feminist, and I joke that in her form as Green Tara, she is the spiritual leader of the Green Party: guardian of the forest, fast-acting, and compassionate. Tara is depicted with one foot in the world and one foot in meditation—a place where many of us find ourselves.


Like Tara, I firmly believe that at the absolute level we are beyond gender, and any notions of gender are limited and not our true nature. At a relative level, men and women are different, and that difference is precious. I am not in favor of women becoming more like men in order to be acceptable and successful. We don’t need more men, or more women who act like men—although I certainly support women following the paths or professions they are drawn to, and certainly they should be treated equally. When I discuss the masculine and feminine in this book, it does not matter whether you identify as male, female, or nonbinary, or what your sexual orientation may be: the masculine and feminine energies are alive within each of us and in our world. That said, there are rules and laws and cultural messages worldwide that specifically affect and disempower women. My wish is that we don’t lose touch with that unique magic of the primal feminine, the unique power we can bring to bear on the challenges of these times.


Feminine models of strength have been largely lost, repressed, or hidden from view, particularly images that are not acceptable or are not safe in a patriarchal society. Those images of the sibyl, the wise woman, the wild woman—women who are embodiments of specific powers of transformation, magical, spiritual, and psychic—become “wicked witches.” Estimates of the number of women executed as witches from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries, primarily by being burned alive, as it was considered a more painful death, range between 60,000 and 100,000. Those were times of puritanism and sexual repression, and the women burned as witches were often independent or rebellious women who lived alone and practiced herbalism, or women who disobeyed their husbands or refused to have sex with them.


Images of the devoted, peaceful mother have always been safe. Such images have always been acceptable in all cultures, even patriarchal ones; but there’s another level of reflection of the primal feminine experience that has not been present and that both men and women long for. And this is an experience that comes from the intuitive sacred feminine, a place where language may be paradoxical and prophetic, where the emphasis is on the symbolic meaning, not the words; a place where women sit in circles naked wearing mud, bones, and feathers, women who turn into divine goddesses and old hags—who turn into the fierce dakinis.


The Sanskrit word dakini in Tibetan becomes khandro, which means “sky dancer,” literally “she who moves through space.” The dakini is the most important manifestation of the feminine in Tibetan Buddhist teaching. She can appear as a human being or as a deity, often portrayed as fierce, surrounded by flames, naked, dancing, with fangs and a lolling tongue, and wearing bone ornaments. She holds a staff in the crook of her left elbow, representing her inner consort, her internal male partner. In her raised right hand, she holds a hooked knife, representing her relentless cutting away of dualistic fixation. She is compassionate and, at the same time, relentlessly tears away the ego. She holds a skull cup in her left hand at heart level, representing impermanence and the transformation of desire. She is an intense and fearsome image to behold.


The dakini is a messenger of spaciousness and a force of truth, presiding over the funeral of self-deception. Wherever we cling, she cuts; whatever we think we can hide, even from ourselves, she reveals. The dakini traditionally appears during transitions: moments between worlds, between life and death, in visions between sleep and waking, in cemeteries and charnel grounds.


Observing my two daughters’ four labors, which produced four marvelous grandchildren, two for each daughter, and remembering my own three labors, I think of the dakini in the time called “transition” during childbirth, when the cervix must open the last few centimeters for the baby’s descent into the birth canal. Transition is generally the most painful and most challenging period during labor, and during this time the woman must touch her wildness, take charge, and enter her deepest primal power. She often becomes fierce and must access the powerful dakini within, in order to move through transition, the tunnel of darkness, and bring her baby into the light. No one else can do it for her.


I remember during my first labor, witnessing the potency of the dakini unleashed and in her full power. It was only months after coming back from India with my husband, and less than a year since I’d disrobed from being a Buddhist nun. Living on Vashon Island in Puget Sound off the coast of Seattle, I chose to have a natural birth at home. We were living in a small berry-picker’s cottage, which had housed migrant workers harvesting currants on the island. Our heat and cooking came from a small woodstove.


When the day came, I went into labor in the morning, and right away it was intense. By evening, I had been in hard labor for eight hours when the doctor arrived from Seattle. My labor wasn’t progressing, and he thought the baby’s head was in the wrong position. Suddenly I thought: I have to get this baby out! It’s up to me, no one else can do this. What do I need to do?


I tuned in to my body, got off the bed and onto the floor on my hands and knees, and told the doctor to leave me. I began weaving and shaking back and forth, up and down. My husband tried to approach to tell me to be calm and breathe quietly, but I told everyone to get out of the way. I wasn’t nice or calm; I was fierce and clear. I was like a primal animal: sweating, shaking, and moaning, swaying back and forth wildly.


The labor began to move forward. I got wilder as I entered transition, my body shaking while still on all fours. And before long, I held my newborn daughter in my arms. Had I done what I was told, I would not have turned her position; it was all the wild movement on all fours that helped to shift her. Had I not taken it on, becoming fierce and clear and guiding myself from within, I might have had to be airlifted to a hospital in Seattle for a cesarean section.


TUNING IN TO THE POWER OF A “NASTY WOMAN”


Fierce compassion is not limited to women; in fact, the Dalai Lama is a good example of it.


I was once at a lunch with the Dalai Lama and five other Western Buddhist teachers at Spirit Rock Meditation Center in Marin County, California. We were sitting in a charming room with white carpets and many windows. The food was a delightful, fragrant, vegetarian Indian meal. There were lovely flower arrangements on the table and gentle, graceful students serving the meal. We were discussing sexual misconduct among Western Buddhist teachers. A woman Buddhist from California brought up someone who was using his students for his own sexual needs.


One woman said, “We are working with him with compassion, trying to get him to understand his motives for exploiting female students and to help him change his actions.”


The Dalai Lama slammed his fist on the table, saying loudly, “Compassion is fine, but it has to stop! And those doing it should be exposed!”


All the serving plates on the table jumped, the water glasses tipped precariously, and I almost choked on the bite of saffron rice in my mouth. Suddenly I saw him as a fierce manifestation of compassion and realized that this clarity did not mean that the Dalai Lama had moved away from compassion. Rather, he was bringing compassion and manifesting it as decisive fierceness. His magnetism was glowing like a fire. I will always remember that day, because it was such a good teaching on compassion and precision. Compassion is not a wishy-washy “anything goes” approach. Compassion can say a fierce no! Compassion is not being stupid and indulging someone and what they want. Trungpa Rinpoche called that “idiot compassion,”10 like giving a drug addict drugs.


The way I am using the word fierce in this book is in the sense of how a mother animal defends her young—a laser beam of fierceness, of pure energy that when harnessed and directed is powerful and unstoppable. It is fierceness without hatred or aggression. Sometimes a wrathful manifestation is more effective than a peaceful approach. It is by understanding the dakini’s fierceness as a productive and creative source of raw energy that we see the dakinis in action—wielding the power to subdue, protect, and transform.


We must find the sources to access this fierce dakini power and bring it to bear on what matters to us in our lives, be it emotional, spiritual, intellectual, or political. Meeting our strong feminine energy, we will develop as women, and not as women trying to be like men or asexual beings. We are different, and until that difference is known, owned, and maximized, our true feminine potency and capacity to bring this world into balance will not be realized. The powerful, fierce feminine is very much a part of the psyche, but it is repressed; and when it is not acknowledged because it is threatening, it can become subversive and vengeful. But when it is acknowledged and honored, it’s an incredible source of power.


Until recently, being a feminist carried something of a stigma. I encountered this myself and was criticized by my Buddhist teacher for being “too feminist,” when actually I was only trying to bring balance to Buddhism and talk about the empowered feminine, sexual abuse, and patriarchal aspects of Buddhism. Later, he changed his view and was very supportive, but it was a challenging time when feminist was a dirty word. Some women have been quick to distance themselves from that title, afraid of being labeled “an angry feminist” and being unattractive to men. But if you ask those same women who say they are not feminists if they believe in equal pay for equal work, reproductive freedom, and protection from male violence? Most will say, “Yes, of course.” So actually, they are feminists but afraid of being seen as anti-male.


Now this is changing. Feminism is coming back as a label to be proud of, for both men and women. Both Barack Obama and Justin Trudeau call themselves feminists. Trudeau said he was “proud” to stand as an advocate for “He for She,”11 a UN movement of men standing up for women. Feminism’s comeback is especially true as the movement is becoming more inclusive and intersectional, taking into account the unique experiences of women of color, transgender women, and low-income women.


Remember the “such a nasty woman” insult Donald Trump used to denigrate Hillary Clinton during the 2016 presidential elections? It didn’t work. Women took it and turned it into a slogan of empowerment: Never underestimate the power of a nasty woman. We transformed this intended offense into something women wanted to own. We stopped asking for permission to be forceful, outspoken, and decisive. We chose to bond together within our power, standing up to obnoxious patriarchy.


Trump’s insult became a movement. Never underestimate the power of a nasty woman went viral; women tapped the fierce part of themselves and bonded in the Women’s March on January 21, 2017, the day after Trump’s inauguration. Women together with many supportive people of other gender identifications marched to protect women’s rights, human rights, and the rights of the earth. They had a sense of humor, wearing pink knitted hats with cat ears carrying the slogan PUSSY POWER. The marchers were nonviolent and joyful, but not to be deterred; never before had there been such a huge global protest.


Worldwide participation in the Women’s March of 2017 has been estimated at five million.12 At least 673 marches were reported worldwide, on all seven continents.13 In Washington, DC, the protests were the largest demonstrations since the anti–Vietnam War protests in the 1960s and 1970s. It was the busiest day on record in the city’s Metro. There were no arrests; all remained peaceful and nonaggressive, with the marchers carrying an array of provocative placards reading NASTY WOMEN RULE, SAVE THE PLANET, IF YOU TAKE AWAY MY BIRTH CONTROL I’LL JUST MAKE MORE FEMINISTS, FIGHT BACK, BITCHES GET STUFF DONE, MISOGYNY KILLS, WE ARE THE GRANDDAUGHTERS OF THE WITCHES YOU DIDN’T BURN. A ninety-year-old woman held a sign saying NINETY, NASTY, AND NOT GIVING UP.


Men of a variety of races and cultural backgrounds walked in solidarity with women during the march and held signs saying I ALSO FEEL STRONGLY ABOUT THIS, MEN OF QUALITY DO NOT FEAR EQUALITY, REAL MEN ARE FEMINISTS, THIS FEMINIST HAS BALLS, TEACH BOYS THEY ARE NOT ENTITLED TO WOMEN’S BODIES, REAL MEN GET CONSENT. There was a young man with a placard saying ALL MEN CAN STOP OBJECTIFYING WOMEN. A middle-aged man carried a little boy, the two of them holding signs that read I AM COMMITTED TO RAISING MY SON TO RESIST MISOGYNY AND EMBRACE FEMINISM. There was a man with gray hair and his college-age son. The father’s sign said ALL MEN SHOULD BE FEMINISTS; the younger man held one declaring WOMEN’S RIGHTS ARE HUMAN RIGHTS. A young, grinning, multiracial couple, both wearing pink pussy power hats with little ears, held a sign together that said PATRIARCHY IS FOR DICKS. Another young man carried one saying END TOXIC MASCULINITY, END RAPE CULTURE.


There was tremendous energy and cohesion expressed in the Women’s March, but afterward I noticed that the energy seemed to dissipate somewhat, although the conversation is still very much alive. I have also talked to some women who were feeling discouraged, unsure, and frustrated. Perhaps we don’t know what next steps could be effective? What I saw was a need for an inner resource of empowerment and inspiration with which to build from the momentum the march generated.


We need to have a method to build on that energy, an inner practice to sustain and take it beyond protest and into full embodiment. We need to tap into the potent, untamed, yet wise energy of the dakinis. We will learn to do this by journeying in the Mandala of the Five Dakinis in this book, taking that sacred feminine—which has been relegated to the unconscious, to the negative, to the “shadow,” the “hag,” the “witch,” the “bitch,” and, yes, the “nasty woman”—and bringing her energy forward and applying her positive potential in our lives.
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In April 2016, I taught the Mandala of the Five Dakinis during a Wisdom Rising retreat at a yoga center in western Massachusetts. I returned the following year after the election of President Trump to teach the same workshop for 150 women. Toward the end of the retreat, a blond woman of about forty raised her hand and asked to speak.


She said, “I have to say something. This practice changed my life. I did the Mandala of the Five Dakinis every day after last year’s retreat. For years I have been complaining about the political situation. Now I feel so empowered that I’ve taken charge of my life, and I’m running for Congress!” The women in the room roared with encouragement, and those near her slapped her on the back. I loved that her inner strength was translating into action.


Another woman said she wanted to speak too: “I am an activist, but I had been feeling so depleted and burnt-out, hopeless, and drained by the current political climate. I was here last year, and I practiced the Mandala of the Five Dakinis all year and it has been amazing. It restores my inner strength and renews my energy no matter what happens outside.”


A third woman with short-cropped brown hair raised her hand and said, “In my life I have experienced very little happiness. I was severely abused as a child and have dealt with depression, addictions, and suicidal ideation my whole life. I have hated being a woman. But here in this retreat for the first time, I could honestly say for the first time ever, I have felt joy in my female body and empowered to be part of the change.”


As for these women, the dakinis have a gift to present to you too. They offer a feminine model that is fierce, wise, spiritual, and embodied. They give us the energy of the undomesticated feminine; they are not meek or submissive. They are luminous, subtle spiritual energy, the gatekeepers and the guardians of the unconditioned wisdom and sacred earth. By practicing and entering the Mandala of the Five Dakinis, we stimulate this archetype within us and trigger the transformative energy of the feminine.


We will see that the female body, manifesting as the dakini, is a potential vehicle for enlightenment. The Mandala of the Five Dakinis has deep, profound roots that are timeless and inclusive. It is a practice that can help you meet the challenges of everyday life—when you feel scattered and pulled in many directions at once, when you need centering, when you have a decision to make, when you feel hopeless or stuck; by entering the mandala and meeting the dakinis within, you will access deep clarity and power.


ABOUT THE BOOK


I have had the wonderful good fortune to study with some of the great lamas of Tibet who escaped from the Chinese invasion to India and Nepal. Before the invasion, the country of Tibet, surrounded on all sides by high mountains, acted as a kind of laboratory for spiritual development in the center of Asia, and was for many years protected from outside influences. Within this special environment, a depth of wisdom and meditation developed, as well as an enlightened process of fostering compassion within the society.


Ever since meeting the Tibetan tradition in 1967, I have been committed to bridging East and West. I felt as though I had stumbled across a chest of jewels, which I wanted to share with others in a way that they could experience the beauty and preciousness of these gems. The jewels I most wish to share in this book include the core mandala and dakini principles, introducing the five buddha families and wisdom dakinis, and demonstrating how all that is synthesized in the practice of the Mandala of the Five Dakinis.


I am well aware that in a book like this I cannot possibly transmit all the power and depth of the Tibetan tradition and the mandala as it was originally transmitted to me. And yet in these unprecedented, challenging times, we must find ways to make the profound wisdom that emerged from the isolated land of Tibet accessible. So whether you are Buddhist or not, woman or man, my hope is to share these principles and make them effective and applicable in your daily life, and so help to heal the rifts in our world. If we can change our spiritual paradigm, our society and culture will change.


This book offers the personal work that will help women (and anyone else interested) respond with greater wisdom and effectiveness to the distress, challenges, and chaos of our global reality. It is a guide for being better able to engage the world with our full, potent strength that is free of aggression, to tap into genuine unconditioned feminine power that is grounded in wholeness, and to invite a fresh partnership with the authentic masculine. The journey into the mandala gives birth to a renewed expression of the feminine that draws on ancient wisdom, but is tailored for this time and place. I have mainly used the feminine pronoun and examples involving women in this book for this reason. However, though not exclusively, there are some examples of men as well, and men have a great deal to gain by reading this book and doing the practices in it.
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In Part 1, I open with stories of my journey to the East. I will tell you about how I journeyed to Kathmandu overland from Europe, became ordained as the first North American Buddhist nun in the Tibetan tradition, and first encountered the mandala and dakini. Chapters 2 and 3 then go into more depth and detail about the mandala—its purpose, meaning, and use as a powerful tool of transformation. It’s important to have an understanding of the mandala principle as a meditation tool, the foundational structure from which we will work with the five buddha families and wisdom dakinis.


In Part 2, I continue the thread of my story: my decision to disrobe as a nun and become a mother, and how I came face-to-face with a dakini, the great female Tibetan master from the eleventh century, Machig Labdrön. In Chapters 5 and 6, we take a closer look at the dakini principle and the reawakening of the sacred feminine. We will explore how we can achieve spiritual integration and wisdom through embodiment of the empowered feminine. The spiritual path then becomes meditation in action, enlightenment through how we live our everyday lives by harnessing the dakini within.


Part 3 focuses on the five buddha families and the wisdom dakinis—buddha, vajra, ratna, padma, and karma—describing their unique characteristics and personalities. You will discover to which family you belong, and see how the five families apply to so many areas of your life. Most important, we will look at each family’s encumbered emotion and its wisdom counterpart. Lastly, in Part 4, I will guide you through step-by-step meditations of the Mandala of the Five Dakinis and Journey with the Dakini, along with other practices to integrate and embody the dakinis in your everyday life, such as how to create a dakini altar, make a mandala drawing, create a mandala in nature, or work with a mandala in sandplay. I also suggest how the mandala can be used for life passages and ceremonies, such as birthdays, marriages, and funerals.





PART 1
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Meeting the Mandala
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1


MY JOURNEY TO WHOLENESS


God is an infinite sphere, the center of which is everywhere and the circumference nowhere.


—LIBER XXIV PHILOSOPHORUM


When I was a teenager, I liked to wander around Harvard Square, where students and professors rushed across the bustling traffic on their way to classes. At that time it was a neighborhood center with bookstores, a grocery store, a hardware store, a deli with huge hot pastrami sandwiches on sourdough rolls, a restaurant to which my grandfather walked every day to eat fresh fish, and an ice cream parlor that had the best peppermint ice cream with little red peppermint candies melting in it.


My maternal grandfather had long since retired from teaching philosophy and business at Harvard, but he continued to live with my grandmother, a fellow philosopher and also a former professor, in a small white house in Cambridge at 8 Willard Street. I visited them on weekends from my boarding school on the outskirts of Boston, a great getaway from dorm life to their eccentric little house with uneven colonial wide-board wood floors, and the Greek vases he collected perched precariously on a rickety table in the small, dark living room.


During one of my visits, when I was a senior in high school, I was wandering in the book section of the Harvard Coop when I came upon a big hardcover volume called Man and His Symbols edited by Dr. Carl G. Jung. It had numerous illustrations and photographs, and it was unlike any book I had ever seen. A Tibetan mandala graced the cover, and there were many more mandala images within the book. I was so magnetized by the mandalas that I immediately bought it.


I took it back to my grandparents’ house, went up to my small guest bedroom, and leaned back on the pillows on the old horsehair mattress, opening the book to find Tibetan mandalas and all the other representations of mandalas from various cultures around the world. Looking at a Tibetan mandala, I held my gaze steady, concentrating on the mandala’s center. A luminous dimension opened up. I felt a deep stillness within me. No piece of art had ever triggered such a powerful experience. I had an eerie feeling of familiarity combined with fascination about what had happened to me and what these paintings were. Throughout the next years, I carried the book everywhere with me and contemplated the mandalas.


In the book, Dr. Jung introduced the mandala in many forms, not only traditional Tibetan, but also the mandalas in architecture, city planning, Christian art, stained-glass windows, tribal art, and indigenous ceremonies. But I was particularly drawn to the Tibetan mandalas: their depth and intricate symmetry resonated and called to me. I sensed they were not mere paintings. They emanated a mystical energy that made me wonder what truths lay within them. Their power was derived not from cognitively knowing their meaning, as I do now, but from direct contemplation of the mandalas themselves. It was this first encounter with Tibetan mandalas that became the catalyst for my budding spiritual search.


I was inwardly drawn to Buddhist culture, particularly toward Tibet, but had few resources available in New England. It was a time before the Internet, Google, Facebook, and YouTube; communication took place only via telephone and snail mail. To find something out, you had to read a book, speak to someone knowledgeable, or go to the source yourself. I read about Tibet in my parents’ encyclopedia, but other than that couldn’t find any books on the subject. Around this time my maternal grandmother gave me Zen Telegrams by Paul Reps, a book of Zen haiku and calligraphy. The short poems combined with brushstroke paintings inspired what I would now call my first meditation experience, an insight into an “awareness of awareness,” or what I called at the time “consciousness of being conscious.”


I was at our summerhouse on a lake in New Hampshire. I had been reading Reps’s book in my upstairs bedroom, a rustic space with unfinished pine board walls and open beams. I decided to crawl out the window in my sister’s bedroom and sit on the porch roof. In front of the house were four towering white pine trees. A soft breeze was blowing from the lake as I sat in silence. Then I heard pine needles falling on the roof, a barely perceptible sound. At that moment, I was aware of my consciousness, and simultaneously I experienced the gentle breeze and falling pine needles on the roof. I did not fully understand what I experienced; I had no context, no spiritual teacher, and it was nothing my friends would have understood, yet it was something I would never forget, a profound sense of awareness and peace.


These early experiences and others inspired me to become a spiritual seeker, and this longing came to dominate my life. After I graduated from high school, I went west to the University of Colorado, but I found nothing in school that provided me with the inner wisdom I was seeking. Then one day in the autumn of my sophomore year, while meandering through the stacks in the university library, I spotted a book that drew my attention. It was one of the first books published in English about yoga, The Hidden Teaching Beyond Yoga by Paul Brunton. I quickly checked it out and brought it back to my dorm room.


After reading it for a while, I grew sleepy and then put the book down and turned onto my stomach to take a nap. As I lay there, I had the sensation that my body was being lifted off the bed, and I was floating up above it at the level of the ceiling. My experience was that this was actually happening. It was so real, and it terrified me to be floating, I forced myself to open my eyes, finding myself back on the bed. This out-of-body experience intensified my spiritual search, and I talked about it with my best friend, Vicki Hitchcock, whose father was at the time the American consul general of Kolkata. Upon meeting during our freshman year, we’d recognized each other as kindred souls, and constantly shared our search and interests in “the mystic East” as we called it. In fact, we have remained friends throughout our lives, and have both ended up following the Tibetan path since we were nineteen.


Our search heated up in the summer of 1967, the Summer of Love. We both dropped out of the University of Colorado and traveled together to India and Nepal. We flew to Hong Kong, where we found an esoteric bookshop and bought every book they had about Tibet. We then took turns reading them as we sailed on an Italian ship to Bombay and then flew to Kolkata, where Vicki’s parents were living in a large, old colonial house next to the US consulate. After working for some time in Mother Teresa’s home for unwed mothers and abandoned babies, Vicki and I made our way to Nepal.
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Lama Tsultrim before leaving India, 1967.





SWAYAMBHU


One morning, while visiting a Nepalese family in the center of Kathmandu, we were invited up to the rooftop of their house to see the view. The valley was covered in low-lying fog, but in the distance were the crystalline peaks of the Himalayas; much closer, about a mile away, like an ephemeral palace on an island floating in a lake, was a glowing white dome topped with a sparkling golden spire. It was one of the most mystical sights I had ever seen, and when I inquired about it, I was told it was called Swayambhu, also known as the Monkey Temple because a troop of wild monkeys lived on the hill, and it was one of the most sacred places in the city.


A few days later, we had the opportunity to join a predawn procession that was going up to this hill. Walking through the darkened streets of Kathmandu was like being whisked back to medieval times. There were pigs, dogs, and cows everywhere, scavenging for the garbage people threw into the streets—a medieval garbage collection service!


We walked through the valley, crossing the river on an old bridge that led to a narrow dirt path between rice paddies, and then gradually made our way up the hill. The path became steeper and steeper, and finally became a staircase going straight up. The morning light began to illuminate our surroundings just as we emerged at the top of the stairs.
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Stairs leading up to Swayambhu stupa, Kathmandu, Nepal, 1967.





Before me stood the white dome, its round golden spire soaring about three stories tall. On the spire’s square base were mysterious painted Buddha eyes looking out in the four directions—north, east, west, and south. I later learned that this was an ancient stupa (Buddhist shrine) representing the mandala, which is the basic structure of the cosmos in the Tantric Buddhist tradition—the circular architecture of the centered enlightened experience, a cosmological representation of the universe. Swayambhu means “self-manifested,” because it was said to have been an island in the middle of the lake that was once Kathmandu Valley, and on that island there was a self-existing flame over which the stupa was built.



[image: Image]

Swayambhu stupa in Kathmandu Valley, Nepal.





For a nineteen-year-old American girl to encounter this incredible structure, one of the most holy sites in Nepal, in the golden light of dawn was pure magic. Gradually I could see more and more as the sun rose. I began to circumambulate the stupa clockwise, following the Nepalese pilgrims. I saw that at the base in the four directions were five niches with Buddha statues, one in each direction—except for the east, where there are two, one of which represents the center—and they each had different hand gestures, or mudras. As I walked around, smelling the pungent Nepalese rope incense and hearing the huge bells ring, I experienced an incredible sensation of familiarity and remembering.


As I sat there that morning, on top of Swayambhu looking out over the valley, I felt that my life had been altered—and as it turned out, it had been. Here is something I wrote about my first encounter with the Swayambhu stupa in 1967. It was the first stupa I had ever seen, and of course, I had no idea at that time that I would return to live there and became a nun.


We were breathless and sweating as we stumbled up the last steep steps and practically fell upon the biggest vajra (thunderbolt scepter) that I have ever seen. Behind this vajra was the vast, round, white dome of the stupa, like a full solid skirt, at the top of which were two giant Buddha eyes wisely looking out over the peaceful valley which was just beginning to come alive.14


It became a place I went every morning, sitting in a corner of the monastery at the top of the hill next to the stupa. After a few days, a little carpet appeared in my corner; after a few more days, I was served tea when the monks had their tea during their morning meditation practice. It became my place, my monastery—the outer mandala that I would refer to inwardly for the rest of my life.
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Lama Tsultrim in Dharamsala for the first time, in 1967, looking a little dusty. She hadn’t bathed for three weeks, it was too cold.
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Lama Tsultrim with Tibetan woman who dressed her up in Tibetan clothes, Dharamsala, India, 1967.





TRUNGPA RINPOCHE AND SAMYE LING


I returned home and went back to college in Vermont, because my parents wanted me to complete college. But all I could think about was going back to the Tibetans in India and Nepal. So after another year in college, I got enough money together for a cheap ticket to Europe. I went first to Amsterdam, where I heard about a Tibetan monastery in Dumfriesshire, Scotland, called Samye Ling, the first Tibetan monastery in the West. I left Holland the next day, took the ferry to England, and hitchhiked to Scotland straight from the docks.


The very day I arrived, as I was coming down the main staircase of the old Scottish country house that was the seat of Samye Ling (before they built their big monastery), I saw a young Tibetan man in a purple Western-style shirt struggling up the stairs accompanied by young Westerners, several men and a large woman, who were treating him with great deference. I stepped aside, but not before our eyes met and he smiled at me and said, “Well, hello!” in a high-pitched, slightly slurred voice.


It turned out this was the preeminent and unconventional Buddhist teacher, the wild, young, Oxford-educated Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, and that day he was returning from a long stay in the hospital recovering from a serious car accident. The accident had occurred when he was driving drunk with his girlfriend. Coming to a fork in the road, he couldn’t decide whether to go home with her or go back to the monastery, so instead they barreled straight into a joke shop. The accident left him hospitalized for more than a year, and he remained partially paralyzed on his left side; it also led him to formally decide to disrobe. He had not been keeping his monastic vows for some time, so he decided to let this façade go and no longer depend upon the monk’s guise to make his way in the Western world.


I ended up spending six months at Samye Ling. I met Trungpa Rinpoche several times during my stay and read what were then his only books: his biography, Born in Tibet, and the recently released Meditation in Action.


The first time I heard the word dakini was at Samye Ling. Trungpa Rinpoche had various girlfriends, and my friend Ted, a Scottish rascal with a mop of golden curls, who was Rinpoche’s driver and used his role as a perch for his own seductions, said, laughing, “He’s looking for his dakini.”


I asked, “What is a dakini?”


He looked at me directly with his bright blue eyes and said, “A dakini can be the consort of a high lama, but she also can be a deity, a wild and wrathful manifestation of wisdom, fierce but without aggression. According to Rinpoche, a dakini can simultaneously pull the rug out from under you and encourage you.”


Dakinis sounded both fascinating and a little scary to me. But I would always remember that first dakini introduction, as they became a central part of my life. In the meantime, Trungpa Rinpoche gave me a meditation practice text called The Sadhana of the Embodiment of All the Siddhas that he had composed during a retreat at an ancient cave cliffside retreat, Tiger’s Nest (Tagsang) in Bhutan. I began to practice it daily, chanting it out loud with my friends Craig and Richard at Samye Ling. Every night we sat in the ornate shrine room and read through it, then meditated in silence at the end. Through the sadhana I was introduced to the idea of the mandala and the five buddha families, and even without having in-depth teachings I could feel its power.
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